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ARTICLE   II.

NATURE   OF   THE   RELIGIOUS   ORDER   OF   PHONGYIES.

He who has not seriously studied the religious system of
Buddhism, nor acquired accurate notions of its doctrinal
principles, is scarcely capable of forming a correct opinion
of the religious order of those austere recluses, whom
Europeans, with a mind biassed by educational influence,
denominate priests of Buddha. Were we to apply to the
members of that order the notions generally entertained of
a priesthood, we would form a very erroneous conception
of the real character of their institution. For in every
religious system admitting of one or several beings supe-
rior to man, whose providential action influences his desti-
nies either in this or the next world, persons invested with
a sacerdotal character have always been considered as
mediators between men and the acknowledged deity,
offering to the supreme being on all public occasions the
prayers and sacrifices of the people, and soliciting in return
his gracious protection. When in the early ages of the
world the sacerdotal dignity was coupled with the patri-
archal or regal ones, when in the succeeding ages there
existed a regular and distinct priesthood, such as subsisted
under the Mosaic dispensation, or among the Greeks,
Romans, Gauls, &c., the priests were looked upon as dele-
gates of the people in all that related to national worship,
carrying on in the name of the Deity the mysterious inter-
course that links heaven to earth. Priesthood, therefore,
necessarily implies the belief in a being superior to man
and controlling his destinies. The moment such a belief
is disregarded, the very idea of priesthood vanishes. Bud-
dhism, such at least as it is found existing in Ceylon,
Burmah, Siam, and other places, is .a purely atheistical
religious system, and presents the solitary instance, at
least as far as my information goes, of a religious creed,